



VOL 134 NO. 20 OCTOBER 16-31, 2021 


SHE NEW LEADER 


DIA'S LEADING CATHOLIC MAGAZINE SINCE 1887 - ARCHDIOCESE OF MADRAS-MYLAPORE 










For a synodal Church 


communion | participation | mission 


Synod 2023 


A Process that is the Product! 









By Fr Merlin Rengith Ambrose 


Synod 
on Synodality 


At the behest of Pope 
Francis, the forthcoming synod of bishops 
will be a two-year journey, with the people of God at the 

centre. While the synod of bishops has taken place up until now as a gathering of bishops with and under 

the authority of the Pope, the Church increasingly realizes that synodality is the path for the entire People 

of God. ‘The Latin adage states, “Quod omnes tangit ab omnibus approbari debet.” ‘The spirit of this adage, 

“that which touches upon all must be approved by all,” was very much felt on 21 May 2021, when Pope Francis 

surprised the Church by announcing that the 16" Ordinary Synod of Bishops in 2023 will be preceded by a 

synodal process of listening to all the baptized (ecclesia discens) in every local diocese. Hence, the synodal 

process is no longer only an assembly of bishops but a journey for all the faithful. ‘The sublime theme for 
the synod is “For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation and Mission.” 

In his comments made to Vatican Media, Cardinal Mario Grech, Secretary General of the Synod of 
Bishops, said that the change “from an event into a process” was chosen because “the time was ripe for a 
wider participation of the people of God in a decision-making process that affects the whole Church and 
everyone in the Church.” The Second Vatican Council teaches that the people of God participate in the 
prophetic office of Christ (LG. 12) which necessitates the Church to listen to the people of God. God willing, 
one of the fruits of the synod is that we might all understand that a decision-making process in the Church 
always begins with listening, because only in this way can one understand how and where the Spirit wants 
to lead the Church. 

Meaning of the Word ‘Synod’ 

The forthcoming synod prompts a brief reflection on the word “Synod.” The word synod is derived from 
the Greek word, “synodos” (ovvodd6c) which is a compound of two words, “syn” (ovv), meaning “together” 
and “hodos” (060c), meaning “way/journey.” Therefore, it signifies walking/journeying together. Perhaps 
the first point to recall is that the distinction between the synod as an assembly whose role is merely advisory 
or consultative, such as the synod on synodality will be, and a council as an assembly with legislative or 
executive powers, such as Vatican II was, is a recent innovation introduced by Pope Paul VI. Until that 
time, synod and council were virtually interchangeable since these two words denoted the same reality of 
an assembly without any further specification regarding its advisory or executive character. 
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Origin and Duty of the 
Synod in General 

The genesis of the synod of 
Bishops stems from the desire 
of Lumen gentium (no. 23), the 
Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church. The Second Vatican 
Council envisaged a greater 
involvement and participation 
of the bishops from all over the 
world in concerns that pertain to 
the universal Church. 

This ardent desire is based 
on the understanding of the 
Council that the bishops are not 
just pastors of their particular 
diocese but also co-responsible 
with the Pope for the life and 
governance of the whole Catholic 
Church. Consequently, nearly 
two and a half months before 
the solemn finale of the Second 
Vatican Council on 8 December 
1965, Pope Paul VI established 
the new forum of Synod of 
Bishops in the Church on 15 
September 1965 through the Motu 
proprio, “Apostolica sollicitudo.” 
Subsequently, Christus Dominus 
(no. 5), the Decree concerning the 
Pastoral Office of the Bishops in 
the Church, enunciates the nature 
of this new mechanism of the 
synod of bishops on 28 October 
1965. 

Accordingly, the synod of 
bishops, selected from different 
parts of the world and actingin the 
name of all the Catholic bishops, 
will meet together at specified 
times in order to assist the Pope 
in the defence and development 
of faith and morals and in the 
preservation and strengthening 
of ecclesiastical discipline. It is 
also incumbent upon them to 
consider the questions vis-a-vis 
the mission of the Church in 
the world. After each synod of 
Bishops, a magisterial document 
in the nature of an Apostolic 
Exhortation will be issued by the 
Pope. 
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Different Kinds of Synod 
and its Members 

There are three kinds 
of synods in the Church (can. 
345): D Ordinary general 
assembly (Ordinary Synod) - 
The word ‘ordinary’ denotes the 
‘universal’ purpose and character 
of the synod; it concerns the good 
of the universal Church (e.g., 
Synod on young people, faith and 
vocational discernment, 2018); 
usually the members of Ordinary 
Synod are the bishops elected by 
Bishops’ conferences and others 
directly appointed by the Pope. 
2) Extraordinary Synods 
are conducted at the call of the 
Pope to address some particular 
concerns of universal nature 
(e.g., Synod on the Family, 2014). 
This is conducted apart from 
an Ordinary general assembly. 
Usually, the members are bishops 
by reason of the office they hold 
and others appointed by the 
Pope. 3) Special Synod - The 
word. ‘special’ signifies that the 
synod concerns the Church in 
a particular country or matters 
directly affecting a determined 
region/s (e.g., Amazonian Synod, 
2019); the members are usually 
chosen from those regions for 
which the synod is convened (cf. 
episcopalis communio, the special 
law for the synod). 

Purpose and Meaning 
of “Synod on Synodality” in 
2023 

Synodality expresses the 
nature of the Church, its form, its 
Style, and its mission. Based on 
its Greek roots, the word “synod”, 
in fact, contains everything we 
need to understand: “walking/ 
jourmeying together.” Pope Francis 
reiterated that the two phases, 
preceded by the Synod in Romein 
2023, are very important because 
it involves listening to all the 
baptised. He underscored, “There 
is much resistance to overcome the 


image of a Church rigidly divided 
between leaders and subordinates, 
between those who teach (ecclesia 
doscens) and those who learn 
(ecclesia discens). 

The synodal Church is a 
Church which listens, which 
realizes that listeningis “morethan 
simply hearing” (EN. 171). It is a 
mutual listening for everyone has 
something to learn: the faithful, 
the episcopal college, the Pope. 
This would mean “all listening to 
each other, and all listening to the 
Holy Spirit, the ‘Spirit of truth’ (J n 
14:17), in order to know what He 
‘says to the Churches’ (Rev 2:7).” 
It is listening to one another, and 
especially to those at the margins, 
discerning the signs of the times. 

The Pope, as the principle 
and foundation of the Church’s 
unity, asks all the Bishops and all 
the particular Churches, in which 
and from which the one and only 
Catholic Church exists (cf. LG. 
23), to enter with confidence 
and courage into the path of 
synodality. This walking together 
discovers horizontality rather 
than verticality as its line. Thus 
the teaching authority of the Pope 
and the bishops is in dialogue with 
the sensus fidelium, the living 
voice of the People of God. 

Theme: “For a Synodal 
Church: Communion, 
Participation and Mission” 

Pope Francis invites the 
entire Church to reflect on a 
theme that is decisive for its life 
and mission. It is precisely this 
path of synodality which God 
expects of the Church of the third 
millennium. 

This journey is both a gift and 
a task: by journeying together and 
reflecting together on the journey 
that has been made, the Church 
will be able to learn through her 
experience. 

It can help her live a deeper 
communion, to achieve fuller 
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participation and greater openness 
to mission. 

The “journeying together” 
is, in fact, what most effectively 
enacts and manifests the nature 
of the Church as the pilgrim and 
missionary People of God. The 
sublime theme, “For a Synodal 
Church: Communion, 
Participation and Mission” 
is chosen because the Church 
wants to understand itself better. 
If the Church does not assume 
the style of synodality, it will not 
be Church. 

As the Magisterium reminds 
us, talking about synodality and 
the Church means talking about 
the same thing. If there is not a 
Church that is communion, where 
all the baptised feel that they 
participate, then evangelisation 
will also suffer, said Cardinal 
Mario Grech. 

Every synodal process, in 
which the Bishops are called to 
discern what the Spirit is saying 
to the Church, not by themselves 
but by listening to the People of 
God, who “shares also in Christ’s 
prophetic office” (LG. 12), is an 
evident form of that “journeying 
together” which makes the Church 
grow. St. Benedict emphasizes how 
the Lord often reveals the most 
prudent course to be followed to 
those who do not occupyimportant 
positions in the community (St 
Benedict, Rule, 3.3). 

Thus, the Bishops should 
take care to reach out to everyone, 
so that, in the orderly unfolding 
of the synodal journey, what the 
apostle Paul recommends to the 
communities may be realized: 
“Do not quench the Spirit. Do not 
despise prophetic utterances. Test 
everything; retain what is good” (1 
Thess 5:19-21). 

Synodal Itinerary and 
Timeline (2021-2023) 

To make the synodality 
desired by Pope Francis since 
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the beginning of his pontificate 
concrete and visible, the next 
Synod of Bishops, scheduled for 
October 2023 comprising of a 
two-year process, will not only 
be celebrated in the Vatican but 
in each particular Church of the 
five continents, following a three- 
year itinerary divided into three 
phases: diocesan, continental 
and universal between Oct. 
2021 and Oct. 2023. 

Inauguration: 9-10 
Oct. 2021: Pope Francis opens 
the three-phase event from the 
Vatican with each bishop opening 
that phase of the synod in their 
own respective dioceses on 17 
October. 

Phase 1 (From Oct. 2021 
to April 2022): This synodal 
process will be held in Catholic 
dioceses. Each diocese will 
undertake consultation meetings 
with local Catholics and will host 
its own “pre-synodal” gathering to 
produce a summary to submit to 
the national bishops’ conference. 

In “a period of discernment,” 
the national conference will 
review the texts received from 
the local dioceses and compose 
its own document to submit to 
the Vatican’s office for the Synod 
of Bishops. Vatican officials will 
create a first draft of the synod’s 
instrumentum laboris (working 
document), from the submitted 
texts by September 2022. 

Phase 2 (From Sept. 2022 
to March 2023): Bishops will meet 
at the continental level. In this 
phase, bishops will gather on each 
continent to create texts about 
their discussions and submit them 
to the Vatican. A second draft of 
the instrumentum laboris will 
be created from these texts and 
released by J une 2023. 

Phase 3 (From Oct. 2023): 
The entire process will culminate 
in a meeting of bishops from 
around the world in the Vatican 


in Oct. 2023, held according to 
the established norms (Apostolic 
Constitution Episcopalis 
communio) outlined in the 2018. 

Conclusion 

For the first time, a 
“decentralised” Synodiscelebrated. 
May this Synod increasingly 
become a privileged instrument 
for listening to the People of 
God. Overcoming the scourge of 
clericalism, pastors need to listen 
attentively to the flock entrusted to 
their care, just as it calls the laity 
to freely and honestly express their 
views because the Church is the 
Body of Christ filled with different 
charisms in which each member 
has a unique role to play. 

Curing the virus of self- 
sufficiency, let us co-responsibly 
journey together with humility 
in heart, readiness for dialogue, 
openness to conversion, and 
inclusivismin approach. Thissynod 
of bishops is not a parliamentary 
process where various ideas are 
debated and opinions are surveyed 
but a process of discernment - 
“an ecclesial journey that has a 
soul, which is the Holy Spirit. 
Without the Holy Spirit, there is 
no synodality.” 

May we appreciate our 
Holy Father Pope Francis who 
emphasizes the importance of 
synodality in the ecclesial life and 
his countless efforts in making 
the Church more and more a 
“journeying together.” 

May the ecclesia doscens 
become the ecclesia discens! Let 
us also remember that this journey 
is not to be a one-time exercise, 
but ultimately a way of life to 
realize the Kingdom of God! 


Fr Merlin Rengith Ambrose, D.C.L 
is a priest from the diocese of Kottar. 
Presently, he is professor of Canon Law 
and Latin at St Peter’s Pontifical Institute, 
Bangalore. 
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